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And the quest for the epistemological holy grail continues. 
n this installment, Professor Prawat notes that the literature 
on "teacher empowerment" discusses it as either "conversations 
with self" or "conversations with settings." The first, 
"Conversations with self," is the category that is more 
epistemological in nature than the second (which Prawat has 
described as being more political or social). 
Actually describing one "conversation" as being 
epistemological versus the other option is not quite right. 
Prawat includes the following table to explain his understanding: 
Key Dimensions in the Different Approaches 

to Teacher Empowerment 
Agenda: 


| context Epistemological Political 


Conversations with What knowledge and What do I 

1 self value claims should | personally have to 

I accept as valid? offer to the on 
going conversation 
in education 
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Conversations with What should I focus | What resources and 
settings on in the support do I need, 
teaching/learning as a professional, 
environment? to be successful in 
my work? 


rd 


y 
S Prawat develops the history and nature of this "self-talk" which 
has roots back to the 1870's. One disturbing aspect of his 
analysis is how this "conversation" seems to communicate a 
double-mindedness of the educator. It would seem that teachers 
don't know when to heed the ongoing research and when to cling to 
pedological techniques that were developed by Socrates. I know 
that I exaggerate, but that deciphering the many "scholarly 
voices" appears to be a problem is most problematic to me. 
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The important point is that teachers should be 
encouraged to develop certain epistemological 
"tools" (i.e., inquiry-oriented skills and 
dispositions) that help them distinguish between 
reasonable and unreasonable claims in education. 
In the broadest sense, the purpose is to develop 
"a language of critique and demystification." p742 
Amen! 
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Lo, I don’ : hia to go into my irritation with the use *. 
language to describe the "oppressed people" (described as "women, 
minorities and low-status white males"). What's this? In the 
mythical Mexican culture of the past I was always taught that 
those who would become teachers were considered leaders in their 
communities and that teaching was a most noble profession. It 
would now seem to be some scholarly backwater practiced by folks 
lacking the internal-fortitude to use their god-given brains 
(again, a "small" exaggeration on my part). Ugh. Gee, and if we 
really get our stuff together we might develop politically 
substantial support organizations like the lawyers and doctors 
(". . . They lack the structures and processes present in other 
professions, like law and medicine, that control entry into the 
profession and weed out those deemed unqualified to practice"--- 
it was that "weed out" part that got me). But I digress. 

I know that I am presenting a rather emotional reaction to 
an article in which Prof. Prawat makes a well-balanced exposition 
for the need to upgrade our perception and practice of the 
profession of educator. 
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Prawat : 


| se of the term teacher em, Curly is no longer simply fashionable 
in educational discourse, it is almost mandatory. Despite the popularity 


of this term—or, alternatively, because of it—it is used in multiple and often 
conflicting ways, especially when applied to teachers. The purpose of this 
article is to sort out some of the diverse meanings associated with this 
expression.' In so doing, I will highlight important similarities and dif- 
ferences emerging in the literature as educators write about empowerment. 
The argument is not that these distinctions represent independent dimen- 
sions; the lines of demarcation are too fuzzy for that. Rather than assume 
categorical distinctions, it may be more apt to think in terms of a percep- 
tual metaphor: the widely used ° 1d’’ relationship in psychology. 


4 


Thus, even though the various aspects of empowerment are never entirely 


out of the picture, different issues (e.g., hy ’ knowledge or skill, the 
workplace) are brought to the fore by different educational theorists. This 
shifting into and out of focus reflects the fact that theorists make different 
assumptions about the context of empowerment and about what sorts of 
issues or agendas ought to be paramount in teachers’ minds during the em- 
powerment process. It is impossible to make sense of the empowerment 
literature without coming to terms with some of these differences. 

The particular issues I have chosen to highlight are summarized in 
Table 1. Two distinctions seem especially important in this regard. The first 


Table 1 
Key Dimensions in the Different Approaches 
to Teacher Empowerment 


i R 


Agenda 


Context Epistemological Political 


What do I personally 
have to offer to the 
ongoing conversation 
in education? 


What knowledge and 
value claims should | 
accept as valid? 


Conversations 


What resources and 
support do I need, as a 
professional, to be 
successful in my work? 


What should I focus on 
in the teaching/learning 
environment? 


'The author wishes to acknowledge Tom Bird, who contributed to the ideas presented 
here ina series of discussions, and Wanda May, who provided a much needed critical 
reading of the first draft of this article. 

This work is sponsored in part by the Center for the Learning and Teaching of Elemen- 
tary Subjects, Institute for Research on Teaching, Michigan State University. The Center is 
funded primarily by the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department 
of Education, The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the posi- 
tion, policy, or endorsement of the Office or Department (Cooperative Agreement No. 
G0098C0226). 
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Teacher Empowerment 


ey 
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relates to the c tin which empowerment occurs. Some educators stress 
a oh 


the importance of the nal context. The key to empowerment, they 
argue, lies in the nature of the “conversations” that teachers have with 
themselves. By altering these conversations, teachers can gain greater con- 
trol or influence over their own thinking in two senses. The first, which 
might be considered a form of logical self-control,2 supposedly exiabiles 
teachers to overcome the inclination to uncritically accept (or reject) 
knowledge claims advanced by so-called experts in the field. The second 
relates more to the social or political agenda than to the epistemological. 
The goal here is to enhance the teachers’ ability to deal with social and 
political oppression—to overcome the common tendency to hold back or 
to yield to those who are in positions of authority or power. The intent 
here is to deal with those factors that impede or interfere with the in- 


dividual S personal development. The personal approach to empowerment 
is thus associated more with wt 


approach to empowerment. According to Greene, this second major ap- 


—one that focuses 
less on freedom as a right and more on freedor 


emphasis is thus on the “‘possibilities” inherent in a particular situation (e.g. 
the workplace or classroom). The goal is to stimulate teachers’ imaginative 
thinking, the kind of thinking “that summons alternative realities for those 
sunken in what seems given."’> Too often, Greene believes, people accept 
the inevitability of their own “‘lived situations”: 


ibmergence in those situations is such that there appears to be no 
possibility of things being otherwise than they are... . Or the bar- 
fers seem so insurmountable, so much a part of what is given, simply 
there, that surpassing or resisting appears to be unthinkable.® 


me hen. accor : c + Pee. 
ment, then, according lis s ‘tive 


ns teachers | 


was suggested above, educators disagree about more than context 
when it comes to empowerment; they also disagree about the nature of 


e classroom and w 


*Richard Rorty, Selected Papers From the Sy ] y 
i nergos Seminars, vol. 2 of Hermeneutics, 
General Studies, and Teaching (Fairfax, Va.: George Mason University, 1982). ° 


*Maxine Greene, ‘Reflection and Passion i ing,” 
ax 5 n in Teaching," Joz i i 
Sikes ee g.° Journal of Curriculum and 


“Ibid., 74 
‘Ibid., 78. 
“Ibid., 74. 
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